CHAPTER VII
A GIPSY'S PROPHECY
I WAS still only an apprentice spy, as my reactions to the V------
episode had proved.
ManouilofF remained away in Sweden, and in consequence my
plot for approaching Rasputin through him and Berdicheva was
badly hanging fire. In any case, the tragic end to the V------business
had turned my stomach and I had decided to give up using Berdi-
cheva as a stalking-horse to Rasputin. There was a malevolent jinx
on this whole spy-fighting business, I told myself, and I had no wish
to have blonde Berdicheva's ghost plaguing me as I already had
V------5s. Better leave the innocent well out of all this. I was casting
around for another approach altogether, when an accidental meeting
opened the door for me straight to the devil himself.
Among my friends at Tsarskoe Selo was an officer named
K------. It was he who shared the railway-coupe with me in which
we lived. He was about my own age and was an observer and
photographer to the squadron. I liked him immensely, although I
was always squabbling with him over his lazy ways. He had a passion
for poetry and the works of George Bernard Shaw. He had, in fact,
begun to translate Shaw into Russian, and used my services as a
linguist now and then. He played the mandolin prettily and sang in
a nice light voice, and our coupe was plastered round with Aubrey
Beardsleys of his choice. Soon after I had joined the squadron his
wife and baby had followed him to Petrograd, and I had offered
them the use of my flat. I was a frequent visitor there on my evenings
off, for his wife was as merry and companionable as K------himself,
and on one of these visits I was introduced to an engineer named
Bratolyouboff.
Bratolyouboff was an inventor. He had recently been given
an opportunity by the Russian Government to prove the value of
a marvellous impenetrable armour plate which he claimed to have
discovered. Bratolyouboff 5s discoveries were always of that extreme
philosopher's stone variety. There were no half-measures about
them. It was all or nothing with him. But the impenetrable armour
had been pierced as easily as any other when it had been tried out
on special armour-plated cars, and Bratolyouboff had been dropped.
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